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A Shared Journey: Toward 
Designing & Delivering 
Informed Comprehension 
Instruction

Disclaimer  

Presentation materials are for registered 
participants of the 66th Conference on Exceptional 
Children. The information in this presentation is 
intended to provide general information and the 
content and information presented may not reflect 
the opinions and/or beliefs of the NC Department of 
Public Instruction, Exceptional Children Division. 
Copyright permissions do not extend beyond the 
scope of this conference.
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Meet the Journeyers
2015-2017

Professional Learning Community

Learning is the work!

Fullan, 20111

11/10/16

Why did the Charlotte-Mecklenburg 
Schools commit to this shared journey?

Focused Collaboration

Intentional Partnership

Improved Reading 
Outcomes
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Purpose
• Understand the theoretical models for 

reading proficiency including 
comprehension,

• consider connections to language & 
cognitive processes & skills,

• explore how this knowledge can translate 
into a framework for comprehension 
instruction,

• and how this conversation will lead to 
further inquiry and actions…

So that…

all students, including those that struggle, 
will have opportunity to acquire and be 
capable of using essential language and 
cognitive skills necessary for making 
meaning of text.

making gggggggg ggggggggggggggggggggggg

Destination

Process

How was this learning opportunity structured 
and supported for the members of this 

professional community of practitioners?

What would the journey require & what 
does the road map look like?
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Learning Content

What aspects of comprehension did 
members of the cadre explore?

How did they engage in learning?

What excursions would they participate in 
along the way?

Workshop
1

Book 
Study

2

Webinars

3

Article 
Debriefs

4

Discussion

5Continuum of  
Professional 
Learning 
Opportunities:
Comprehension

The Excursions

Professional 
Learning 

Community
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Resources

Reading for 
Understanding

Toward an R&D Program 

in Reading Comprehension

E D U C AT I O N
RScience & Technology Policy Institute

RAND Reading Study Group
Catherine Snow, Chair

Prepared for the 
Office of Education Research 

and Improvement  (OERI)

18    Perspectives on Language and Literacy  Summer 2013 The International Dyslexia Association

As shown by the publication of this issue of Perspectives on 
Language and Literacy, there is increasing attention to the 

role of sentences and grammar in both typical and atypical 
readers and writers. We know that a child’s oral language and, 
specifically, listening comprehension abilities are a major 
determinant of reading comprehension (Kamhi & Catts, 2012). 
We know that syntactic difficulties are a core feature in the 
profiles of children with specific language impairment (SLI), 
and we also know these children are at high risk for long-last-
ing reading difficulties (Catts, Bridges, Little, & Tomblin, 2008). 
We are gratified to see increased emphasis on sentence-level 
components of text complexity in the Common Core State 
Standards (CCSS). And, recent knowledge and practice stan-
dards for teachers of reading single out sentence processing 
and structure as important knowledge domains (International 
Dyslexia Association [IDA], 2010).

Although this attention to sentences is encouraging, it is 
another matter entirely to translate this information into princi-
ples and practices that influence what educators, clinicians, 
and special educators actually do. Even though sentence pro-
cessing and structure are cited in IDA’s Knowledge and Practice 
Standards for Teachers (http://www.interdys.org/standards.htm) 
as areas teachers should know about, sentences are not dis-
cussed in the section of the IDA standards on assessment for 
planning instruction, and there is only one brief mention in the 
entire section on structured language teaching, which adheres 
to the outline instantiated by the National Reading Panel, 
namely, phonology, phonics/word recognition, fluency, vocab-
ulary, and comprehension. There are undoubtedly many rea-
sons for the lack of translation to educational and clinical 
practice, but, in our view, three stand out. These include a lack 
of information or understanding about 1) syntax per se and the 
formidable processing challenges posed by syntactic variations 
found in academic texts, 2) how to determine whether syntactic 
difficulties are actually contributing to reading or writing prob-
lems for a particular student, and 3) instructional implications 
when a student’s sentence understanding or production is not 
strong. In this article, we concentrate on the first two issues. 
(Authors Nelson, Schleppegrell, Eberhardt, and Hochman dis-
cuss instructional implications in their respective articles in this 
issue of Perspectives.)

Syntactic Structures and Principles Important for Reading 
and Writing

Recently, we were working with a 10-year-old with a lan-
guage disorder who was struggling academically. Although 
reading accuracy and fluency were within broad normal limits, 
he struggled to comprehend what he read. We suspected that 

poor sentence comprehension was part of the problem, and to 
investigate further, we read (out loud) a grade-level passage 
about Rachel Carson, periodically stopping to ask sentence- 
specific comprehension questions:

The sentence just read: Rachel Carson, who was a 
scientist, writer, and ecologist, 
grew up in the rural river town of 
Springdale, Pennsylvania.

The question: What do you know about Carson 
now?

Student answer: They grew up together in the 
same place.

His answer provided a clue that he had “hooked up” the 
wrong subject with the verb grew up. Instead of the true sub-
ject, Rachel Carson, he thought the subject was the scientist, 
writer, and ecologist, in other words—they. This type of com-
prehension mistake—where the noun closest to the verb is 
taken to be its subject—is not unusual (Scott, 2009). 

In our work with struggling readers and writers in whom we 
suspect sentence-level problems, we routinely ask questions 
such as those listed in Table 1. Answering these questions 
requires, at a minimum, knowledge of the types of syntactic 
features shown in the right column of the table. In the next 
several pages, we discuss a syntactic framework that should 
assist readers in addressing these questions. For this discussion, 
we will assume that simple sentences (those with one subject 
and verb) are adequately understood and produced, but com-
plex sentences can present problems.

What Makes Sentences Complex?
Noun Phrase Expansion Increases Sentence Length While 

length is not the only determinant of syntactic complexity, in 
general, longer sentences are more complex. One of the major 
ways that sentences become longer is by adding modifiers to 
nouns. Grammarians use the term noun phrase (NP) to define 
a noun and all the words that modify it. Nouns can have mod-
ifiers that come before (or premodify) them in the NP, such as 
adjectives, as in “I heard a new song.” Nouns can also have 
modifiers that follow them (or postmodify), as in “The song 
playing on the radio is new.” The following sentence contains 
two NPs (underlined) whose nouns are shown in italics: 

1. The three-alarm fire destroyed the recently refurbished 
apartment building that was just completed last year.

The noun fire in the first NP is premodified by three words and 
is the grammatical subject of the sentence. The second NP 
serves as the grammatical object of the sentence. Its noun 

The Role of Complex Sentence Knowledge in 
Children with Reading and Writing Difficulties 
by Cheryl M. Scott and Catherine Balthazar

Preparation of this manuscript was supported in part by Grant #1R15011165-01 from the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communicative Disorders. The content is 
solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent the official views of the National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders or the 
National Institutes of Health.
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The Comprehension 
Construction Zone: Using A 

Blueprint for Effective 
Instruction

Nancy Hennessy M.Ed.
Charlotte-Mecklenber g PLC

Sept. 1, 2015

Come along on the 
journey!

11/10/16

Reading is a multifaceted skill, gradually acquired over years of instruction and practice.11/10/16
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What exactly is reading 
comprehension?

g

Think Write!

11/10/16

Comprehension is a complex 
task that involves a range of 
language and cognitive 
processes and skills
that students must master in 
order to make sense of 
written text.

Fletcher, Lyon, Fuchs, & Barnes, 2007; Oakhill &
Cain, 2007; Swanson, Howard, & S��aez, 2006

11/10/16

“Individuals with reading problems 
in reading comprehension that are 
not attributable to poor word 
recognition have comprehension 
problems that are general to 
language comprehension rather 
than specific to reading.”

Spencer, Quinn & Wagner, 2014

11/10/16
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Calls for more thinking about a 
foundational understanding of 
cognitive and language processes 
involved in  comprehension!

Standards call for products.

Products are the result of effective 
processes!

Instruction & Intervention-activities that 
influence processes.

11/10/16

Levels of language 
processing…

Words
• Academic 

vocabulary
• Figurative 

language

Sentences 
• Density
• Length
• Structure
• Cohesive 

ties

Background 
Knowledge
• Schema 

required
• Text 

structure

Coherent 
representation
of text

Surface level �� Text base� Mental 
model

©2012 Nancy Hennessy

Dynamic interaction between the 
reader, the text and the 
instructional context.
Construction occurs 
moment by moment 
as the reader proceeds 
through the text within 
the conditions set by the 
context.

the 
xt.

Coherent representation of text…..

11/10/16
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Surface & Share!

11/10/16

• an organizer/guide for the delivery of texts that 
will be reread multiple times for different 
purposes.

• scaffold the teacher’s preparation of a text for 
instruction of students with different needs.

• aligns with the language comprehension 
strands of the reading rope and the multiple 
cognitive processes involved in constructing 
meaning.  

• addresses both process and product 
demands.

A Framework for Instruction…

Framework for 
Comprehension Instruction © 2013 Nancy Hennessy 2013  All Rights  Reserved

Critical understandi ngs of text What do you want students to know and understand after reading the text? What are the 
lessons, big ideas?

Purpose for  reading text How will  you introduce the  text initially and each day? What will you tell students the 
purpose of the lesson  is  (each day)? 

Text Reading:
Key vocabulary

Which words will your students need to know, are worth knowing? 
Which ones will you intentionally target, which words will you incidentally on purpose 
teach, when, how? 
Which will you incidentally on purpose discuss/question? How will you foster the use of 
independent word learning strategies? 
Is there figurative language that requires explanation?

Language structures (phrases, 
clauses, sentences)

Are there phrases, clauses, sentence structures that may be difficult for your students? 
Connectives?  When and how will you teach students to work with these?

Schema & text structure What background knowledge/schema is critical to understanding the text. What 
strategies/activities will you use to surface, build, connect to text? 

How is the text organized? How will you teach students to use the structure to understand 
purpose, organize and express understanding?

Levels of understandi ng 
(surface, text, mental model)

What strategies and activities (questions) will you use to facilitate student construction of 
different levels of understanding before, during and after reading at the word, sentence 
and text level? 

Expression of understandi ng What strategies and activities will you use to have students demonstrate understanding at 
different levels of understanding after reading?

text
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Workshop
1

Book 
Study

2

Webinars

3

Article 
Debriefs

4

Discussion

5Continuum of  
Professional 
Learning 
Opportunities:
Comprehension

The Excursions

Professional 
Learning 

Community

Sentence 
Compre-
hension
Inference

Vocabulary

Simple View
Reading 
Rope
Mental 
Model
Memory

Webinars

A Vocabulary Excursion

What approaches to 
vocabulary instruction 

are in place in your 
schools/district?

Partner Share

11/10/16
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A Vocabulary Excursion

11/10/16

Connect, Collect & Plan
� Reflect

Theoretical Model
� Connect & Collect

Understanding & Teaching Reading Comprehension-
Chapter 5

Perspectives Issue on Vocabulary
� Consider & Plan

Learning Goals & Objectives
PLC/Organization
Educators 
Students

Vocabulary & Comprehension
Two Way Street

“Words are carriers of meaning and are 
closely tied to text comprehension and 
knowledge construction.”

Verhoeven & Perfetti, 2012

…the bridge between word level 
processes and the cognitive processes 
of comprehension.”

Hiebert & Kamil, 2005

11/10/16
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©2012 Nancy Hennessy
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The vocabulary attuned teacher…..
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vocabulary attuned educator
©2013 Nancy Hennessy

Framework for 
Comprehension Instruction 2013 © Nancy Hennessy All Rights  Reserved

Critical understandi ngs of text What do you want students to know and understand after reading the text? 
What are the lessons, big ideas?

Purpose for  reading text How will  you introduce the  text initially and each day? What will you tell 
students the purpose of the lesson  is  (each day)? 

Text Reading:
Key vocabulary

Which words will your students need to know, are worth knowing? 
Which ones will you intentional ly target, which words will you 
incidentally on purpose teach, when, how? 
Which will you incidentally on purpose discuss/question ? How will you foster 
the use of independent word learning strategies? 
Is there figurative language that requires explanation?

Language structures (phrases, 
sentences)

Schema & text structure

Levels of understandi ng

Expression of understandi ng

xt W
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Intentional Instruction

• Which words do you choose for direct 
instruction? Why?

• When & how do you teach word meaning?
• What activities do you use to promote 

acquisition?

Which Words?

• Words critical to understanding the text at 
hand.

• Words with general utility likely to be 
encountered many times.

• Difficult words that need interpretation 
(metaphorical, abstract, nuanced). 

Beck et al., 2002

The Ant & The Grasshopper…
Aesop’s Fables
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Simple Vocabulary 
Routine 
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©2014 Nancy Hennessy

Phonology

Meaning

Orthography

11/10/16

Word Choice Definition
Relationships/
Connections Visuals

Speaking/
Writing

Tiers 1-3 (Beck) Student Friendly

Collins Co-Build
www.collinslangaug
e.
com

Semantic Maps Pictures-
drawings

Writing
Sentence stems/ 
generation
Purposeful 
Paragraphs
Academic 
Vocabulary Logs

Lists
A L is t o f Es s entia l  Words  
by  Grade Lev el , Marz ano 
et a l , 2005
Ac ademic  Voc abulary  
L is ts , Marz ano et a l , 2004

Words  Worth Teac hing, 
Biemi l ler 2010
A New Ac ademic  Word 
L is t , Cox head, 2000
Middle Sc hool  Voc abulary  

L is ts , Cox head & Green, 
2015

Four Square Scaling Vocabulary 
videos 

www.vocabahead.
com

Examples, 
Questions, 
Connections…

Virtual
www.wordsift.com

Dimensions Sight, sound, 
smells, places.

Word walls
Parts of Speech
Morphological 
Families
Shared word 

Approaches
Academic 
Conversations/
Socratic Circ les

good bad

11/10/16

Workshop
1

Book 
Study

2

Webinars

3

Article 
Debriefs

4

Discussion

5Continuum of  
Professional 
Learning 
Opportunities:
Comprehension

The Excursions

Professional 
Learning 

Community
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Collecting & collaborating…
• Three things I know
• Quote time
• Time to Debrief
• Defend your position
• Surface & share
• Say one thing
• Partner/Group Discussion
• Consider
• Think-Write
• Lexicon Check

Where are we now? We’re excited about 
having opportunity to 
collaboratively plan
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Where are we now?
We have a bulletin 
board game on the 
hall for all 1st graders

Where are we now?
We’re super excited, 
it all started to come 
together at our last 
meeting in the 
spring. 

Where are we now?
Looking forward to 
establishing a 
classroom routine that 
will boost student 
vocabulary 
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Goal: Improved reading outcomes for 
students with disabilities

Support for PLCs
Content Expert On-site Facilitators

Provide resources and 
consultation

Identify participants and 
secured funding 

Facilitate training, webinars, 
and book study

Facilitate the Professional 
Learning Community (PLC)

Guide topics for exploration 
and study

Act as thought partners and 
provide purposeful feedback

Provide ongoing feedback as 
we conduct action research

Monitor and support action 
research and products

Time to Debrief…
• In what ways, have you benefitted 

professionally from this session….

• In what ways, might this session influence 
practices in your setting?
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nhennessy@charter.net
ann.jolly@cms.k12.nc.us
christinam.repass@cms.k12.nc.us

11/10/16


